
Sheetlines
The journal of

THE CHARLES CLOSE SOCIETY
for the Study of Ordnance Survey Maps

“Ordnance Survey data collection and
mapping of tidal features”

Brian Baily
Sheetlines, 90 (April 2011), pp.4-17

Stable URL:
http://www.charlesclosesociety.org/files/Issue90page4.pdf

This article is provided for personal, non-commercial use only.
Please contact the Society regarding any other use of this work.

Published by
THE CHARLES CLOSE SOCIETY

for the Study of Ordnance Survey Maps
www.CharlesCloseSociety.org

The Charles Close Society was founded in 1980 to bring together all those with
an interest in the maps and history of the Ordnance Survey of Great Britain and
its counterparts in the island of Ireland. The Society takes its name from Colonel
Sir Charles Arden-Close, OS Director General from 1911 to 1922, and initiator of
many of the maps now sought after by collectors.

The Society publishes a wide range of books and booklets on historic OS map
series and its journal, Sheetlines, is recognised internationally for its specialist
articles on Ordnance Survey-related topics.
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Ordnance Survey data collection and the mapping of tidal
features - a review of policy, methods and potential analysis

Brian Baily1

Abstract
Tidal lines have often been recorded on maps and have the potential to aid the
understanding of coastal processes to help inform predictions of coastal change
and associated sea level rise. One of the principal forms of cartographic tidal data
available is Ordnance Survey mapping which has periodically reviewed and
displayed tidal line data. Initially, the Ordnance Survey collected the data using
land survey techniques and later developed remote sensing based approaches.
This review examines the approach of the Ordnance Survey to the mapping of
tidal lines on the maps of England and Wales from 1868 until the 1960s.
Introduction
Coastal erosion, coastal flooding and rising sea defence costs are an increasingly
difficult issue for many cities and regions around the British Isles. Data which
can inform, improve and help justify coastal management policy and practice is
imperative for those concerned with coastal management and policy. More
recent data is now collected and available from various bodies including local
councils, the Environment Agency and groups such as the Channel Coast
Observatory (www.channelcoast.org). Longer-term data sets relating to coastal
change are less widely available and are often difficult to collect or expensive to
obtain. One form of data which has been used as evidence of longer-term
coastal change is that of tidal line data from cartographic sources.2 More
generally, maps of various kinds have been widely used for many forms of
coastal research from vegetation studies through to geomorphological
investigation. For those concerned with historical coastal change, the selection
of source evidence used in the research is often dependent upon the scale of
the features under examination and the degree of change which may have
occurred. Earlier maps of the coast are often unreliable and of limited use for
coastal research, especially those studies which analyse geomorphological
change. Later maps, in contrast, may have the potential for providing valuable
information for those concerned with longer-term coastal behaviour.

The research discussed here is principally concerned with the historical
evolution of tidal line mapping on Ordnance Survey maps. In particular, it
examines the evolving policy in relation to Ordnance Survey tidal line lines and
reviews the data collection techniques used. In contrast to other studies which
have examined spatial inaccuracies in the cartographic medium, this research
examines the rationale, policy and practice behind the mapping of tidal lines

1 The author is lecturer in the Department of Geography, University of Portsmouth.
2 See, for example, B Baily and P Collier, ‘The development of photogrammetric mapping

techniques of tidal lines by the Ordnance Survey’, Cartographic Journal 47 (3) (2010), 262-
269 and J M Hooke and R C Riley, ‘Historical changes on the Hampshire coast 1870-1965’,
Proceedings of the Hampshire Field Club Archaeological Society 47 (1991) 203-24.
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